Literary criticism provides the test for life and concreteness; where it degenerates, the instruments of thought degenerate too, and thinking, released from the testing and energizing contact with the full living consciousness, is debilitated, and betrayed to the academic, the abstract, the verbal. It is of little use to discuss values if the sense of value in the concrete -the experience and perception of value -is absent.
tentatively used in analysing and evaluating certain features of Chinese literature. The legitimacy of this application is of course open to question in an age of post-colonialist awareness, but I believe the attempt is worthwhile.
Omission of the subject in Chinese landscape poetry has attracted much attention from translators, sinologists, and scholars of Chinese literature. According to Professor James J. Y. Liu, this absence of the first person singular represents a great advantage: 'Chinese poetry often has an impersonal and universal quality, compared with which much Western poetry appears egocentric and earth-bound.' He then illustrates the point with Wordsworth's 'I wandered lonely as a cloud', to the poet's disadvantage. 2 There may be an element of what Ruskin would call pathetic fallacy in this lovely poem. However, the repeated use of 'I' does not necessarily presuppose an attitude that is egocentric. Wordsworth does not, for example, drag the flowers into a highly conventionalised symbolic system and reduce them to an intoxicated self-projection of the poet himself. Instead, he expresses a sense of gratitude to his 'jocund company', the host of daffodils fluttering and dancing in the breeze, whose healing power comes from its own movement and life. Under the influence of literary conventions different from those Wordsworth inherited, a poet could well write about himself as in the image of a daffodil, shining in glorious isolation, that is as a thinly veiled, idealised self-portrait, symbolising ill-used talent, a neglected man of worth, and a sense of being born out of time. Reading and teaching Leavis compels one to be more alert to this particular aspect of self-representation in Chinese literature.
In Middlemarch, when George Eliot talks about Lydgate's 'miserable isolation of egoistic fears', there is an impromptu aside: 'Some gentlemen have made an amazing figure in literature by general discontent with the universe as a trap of dullness into which their great souls have fallen by mistake; but the sense of a stupendous self and an insignificant world may have its consolations.' 3 The satirical tone here might jolt a Chinese reader, who usually assumes that the universe, or the times, rather than individual failings or psychological proclivity, must be held responsible for one's misery. This Chinese inclination partly explains why the translation of The Great Tradition (2002) has not created much of a stir in Chinese literary circles. The area in which Leavis excels still remains terra incognita to many Chinese readers. The treatment of George Eliot in The Great Tradition is a case in point.
In the section that deals with George Eliot, hyphenated phrases starting with 'self ' make a surprisingly frequent appearance: self-absorption, selfidentification, self-indulgence, self-pity, self-idealisation, self-importance, self-admiration, and so on. They are all variations on one central theme: lack of impersonality or self-knowledge. These are allegations of considerable weight in English; when rendered into Chinese, however, they immediately look limp and languid. Leavis's criticism of George Eliot's yielding to the temptations of self-idealisation challenges at the deepest level the Chinese belief in the goodness of the self and the common practice of selfidentification with virtue or with morally exalted enthusiasm.
Leavis was uneasy about the closeness of the relation between heroine and author. The immature and soulful side of Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss is offered by the author without much criticism: understanding, in any strict sense, is just what she doesn't show. To understand immaturity would be to 'place' it, with however subtle an implication, by relating it to mature experience. But when George Eliot touches on these given intensities of Maggie's inner life the vibrations come directly and simply from the novelist, precluding the presence of a maturer intelligence than Maggie's own … in George Eliot's presentment of Maggie there is an element of self-idealization. The criticism sharpens itself when we say that with the selfidealization there goes an element of self-pity. 4 What worries Leavis is the author's imaginative participation in the heroine's warm emotional flows, which are not disinterested responses defined by particular situations. Maggie's case seems to reappear again and again in George Eliot's later novels. Romola, for example, is another idealised George Eliot. What the novelist says of Romola might have been said of herself: 'The pressing problem for Romola just then was … to keep alive that flame of unselfish emotion by which a life of sadness might still be a life of active love.' 5 Whenever there is the slightest sign of temporary aggrandisement of the authorial self, Leavis is always on the spot.
The weakness of Middlemarch is also in the heroine Dorothea. The last paragraph in the short 'Prelude' (a cygnet among ducklings) is singled out by Leavis to make this point: 'Dorothea … is a product of George Eliot's own "soul-hunger" -another day-dreaming ideal self.' 6 In the 4 F. R. Leavis, The Great Tradition (1948; London 1972) p. 56. 5 Quoted ibid., p. 63. 6 Ibid., p. 89. 'Here and there a cygnet is reared uneasily among the ducklings in the brown pond, and never finds the living stream in fellowship with its own disappointing part of Daniel Deronda, '[George Eliot's] mature intelligence lapses and ceases to inhibit her flights -flights not deriving their impulsion from any external pressure. … the nobility, generosity, and moral idealism are at the same time modes of self-indulgence.' 7 All these phrases starting with the prefix 'self ' demonstrate that George Eliot has not yet achieved the kind of impersonality that Leavis is looking for.
However, the greatest surprise is the imbalance of George Eliot's art. In her directly matter-of-fact presentation of Mrs Transome, and also her convincing psychological observations about Mr Bulstrode, objectivity is informed with poignant sympathy. There is not a trace of self-pity or selfindulgence: 'She was open, ardent, and not in the least self-admiring.' In short, when George Eliot directed her sensibility outwards, and did not see herself in an unconsciously flattering light, we can see the full realisation of the 'equivalent centre of self ' 8 in others. The Great Tradition is a continuation of Revaluation. How to perceive the outside world in relation to oneself is also crucial to Leavis's close reading of poetry. In the chapter on Shelley, after an unremitting analysis of the second stanza in the 'Ode to the West Wind', Leavis points out that the imagery somehow assumes an autonomy and right to grow and propagate to such an extent that eventually 'the perception or thought that was the ostensible raison d'être of the imagery' is lost. Imagery is not tested and controlled by a thinking mind: 'The antipathy of his sensibility to any play of critical mind, the uncongeniality of intelligence to inspiration, these clearly go in Shelley, not merely with a capacity for momentary selfdeception and insincerities, but with a radical lack of self-knowledge.' He is unable to realise the perceived world and objects of his love as 'existing in their own natures and their own right'. 9 Here moral criticism and the analysis of style and imagery are united: in Shelley's self-absorption 'the medium enjoys itself '.
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The relationship between morality and an artist's style was also wonderfully dealt with by Iris Murdoch. The difficulty for an artist 'is to keep the attention fixed upon the real situation and to prevent it from returning surreptitiously to the self with consolations of self-pity, resentment, fantasy oary-footed kind. Here and there is born a Saint Teresa, a foundress of nothing, whose loving heart-beats and sobs after an unattained goodness tremble off and are dispersed among hindrances, instead of centring in some long-recognizable deed ' (Middlemarch, p. 26 In Leavis's view, representations of experience should be accompanied by critical inward inspection, pondered valuation, a sense of self-doubt, and a typically Socratic willingness to criticise oneself. An absorption in one's own emotions and convictions is the result of too big an ego. At a very early stage of his critical career Leavis argued that Milton's power of utter conviction 'seems indistinguishable from extreme egotism, from inability to imagine any other point of view than his own ', 12 and that Defoe's confidence in his 'invincible commonsense' and consequent moral bashing are due to his failure to see that 'there are two side of the matter'.
13 Swift seems to be incapable of such habitual exertion of his own mind: he is distinguished 'by the intensity of his feelings, not by insight into them, and he certainly does not impress us as a mind in possession of its experience'.
14 These examples hark back to T. S. Eliot's interpretation of Andrew Marvell's wit, which implies 'a constant inspection and criticism of experience' and 'involves, probably, a recognition, implicit in the expression of every experience, of other kinds of experience which are possible'. 15 This act of sceptical distancing requires an avoidance of self-righteousness and self-indulgence. To be really inward with one's experience necessarily involves one's feeling outside it. Leavis's 'placing' means just that kind of 'constant inspection and criticism of experience '. 16 Leavis's Scrutiny essay 'Tragedy and the "Medium"' is a sustained discussion of the self that can reach tragic stature through a heightened sense of life. Neither Othello's sentimental self-dramatising habit nor Bertrand Russell's nobly suffering self (in 'A Free Man's Belief ') is tragic. On the contrary, tragic experience must transcend the ego ('the established ego' or 'the ready-defined self ', in D. H. Lawrence's wonderful phrases) and escape from all attitudes of self-assertion:
At any rate, it is an essential part in the definition of the tragic that it breaks down, or undermines and supersedes, such attitudes. It establishes below them a sense of profound impersonality in which experience matters, not because it is mine … but because of what it is, the 11 Iris Murdoch, The Sovereignty of Good (London 1970) 'mine' mattering only in so far as the individual sentience is the indispensable focus of experience.
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So the experience is unquestionably more important than the individual, and the valued more important than the valuer. Because of 'the willing adhesion of the individual self to something other than itself ', 18 a tragic personality is never a watertight unit. Instead it is supple and protean, like that of Isaac Rosenberg, always ready to be newborn, to saturate every corner of its consciousness with new situations. There is striking similarity between Leavis's definition of the tragic and his later criteria for a writer in the great tradition -'a vital capacity for experience, a kind of reverent openness before life, and a remarkable moral intensity'.
19 A fixed and preordained self, a self fascinated by its own completeness and sufficiency, is incapable of the tragic.
Leavis's interest in the self took a new turn after his retirement from Cambridge, and his new hero was William Blake. Of the acclaimed Blakean ideas, 'identity' is the key word, encompassing disinterestedness, sincerity, and impersonality:
'Identity' is Blake's word. He used it in relation to 'selfhood', its antithesis. The individual as 'selfhood' wills egotistically, from his own enclosed centre, and is implicitly intent on asserting possession. As creative identity the individual is the agent of life. … He serves something that is quite other than his selfhood.
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If selfhood leads to personal self-enclosure, 'identity' is the individual being as the focal manifestation of creative energy. Blake's genius was not a cause for pride. We can see the continuity of Leavis's thought here: 'His experience was his because only in the individual focus can there be experience, but his concern to perceive and understand was undeflected by egotism, or by any impulse to protect an image of himself.' 21 It's almost inevitable that a Chinese reader should come to see radical otherness in Leavis's view of the self. Let's start from the issue of selfidentification. If ardent and idealistic Miss Dorothea Brooke (or George Eliot herself ) is to be blamed for occasional lapses into self-indulgence, Leavis must be horrified by Lin Dai-yu Dream of the Red Chamber), arguably the most famous female character ever created in classical Chinese literature. After the death of her mother, Dai-yu is taken care of by her maternal grandmother in a household of wealth and power. Her relatives treat her very well, and are particularly respectful of her literary judgements and poetic felicities. Beautiful but physically extremely frail, she is prickly about her own independence and equality with her female relatives, and often given to suspicion, gloom, and resentment. There is a habitual self-centredness in the pettish, wilful side of this young bluestocking. Such is her weakness for outbursts of tearful bitterness and a sense of inconsolable misery that one day she ceremoniously buries fallen flower petals, with which she identifies herself, and recites a flower-bury poem in a voice half-choked with sobs:
Can I, that these flowers' obsequies attend, Divine how soon or late my life will end? Let others laugh flower-burial to see: Another year who will be burying me?
As petals drop and spring begins to fail, The bloom of youth, too, sickens and turns pale, One day, when spring has gone and youth has fled. The maiden and the flowers will both be dead.
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As can be expected, Dai-yu's grief for her own fate is further inflamed by the conventional curves of fluent technicalities of versification. She is dramatising her own future death in this moment of mawkish self-pity. In the novel, Dai-yu is balanced by Xue Bao-chai, a young lady of a more sociable and practical disposition. To some extent the two are just like Marianne and Elinor in Sense and Sensibility, but Dai-yu has a posthumous lopsided victory over her sensible rival among generations of readers and critics. Her tremendous popularity is an issue that should interest both sociologists and psychologists.
Special note should be taken of Dai-yu's obsession with the idea of purity. In the belief that she was born pure, she desires to die pure and to be buried pure. But where is this pure corner in our mundane world? She wishes to have wings to fly, across the sky to the world's farthest corner, to find the flowers' 'last fragrant resting-place'. Here we see the sharp contrast between the purity of a self-contained self and a corrupt world. This juxtaposition is only a remote echo to a self that is more beguiled by and infatuated with the purity of his or her own self.
Here I'd take a categorical risk: if The Book of Songs (Shi Jing) exemplifies a style of moderation and restraint at the very beginning of Chinese literature, The Songs of the South (Chu Ci) means just the opposite. A large number of poems from the Chu Ci, including its representative piece 'Li Sao' ('On Encountering Trouble'), have been attributed to Qu Yuan (c.340-278 BC), a banished scholar/courtier of the southern kingdom of Chu.
23 At the very beginning of 'On Encountering Trouble' the poet claims that he is a lineal descendant to the founding father of civilisation. He then comes to the inborn quality of the newborn child, Qu Yuan himself:
My father, seeing the aspect of my nativity, Took omens to give me an auspicious name. The name he gave me was True Exemplar; The title he gave me was Divine Balance. Having from birth this inward beauty, I added to it fair outward adornment: I dressed in selinea and shady angelica, And twined autumn orchid to make a garland.
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Later on he is no longer in the king's favour and acts like a victim of persecution, a painful figure in search of tragedy and a would-be martyr to a noble cause. Why should all this happen to him? Here is his famous selfjustification from 'The Fisherman', another poem in the anthology: 'Because all the world is muddy and I alone am clear, and because all men are drunk and I alone am sober, I have been sent into exile.' 25 The stark contrast between this filthy world and the unblemished hero is repeatedly represented. All others press forward in greed; only the poet wants to leave a lasting name behind before he is too old. This is exactly a rehearsal of 'the sense of a stupendous self and an insignificant world'. To his consolation there is also a never-never land of his own creation where he is absolved from ordinary social responsibilities. In his spiritual journey 23 The reliability of written records in support of Qu Yuan as a historical figure has been powerfully disputed since the 1920s. 24 The Songs of the South: An Anthology of Ancient Chinese Poems by Qu Yuan and other Poets, trans., annotated, and introduced by David Hawkes (1959; 2nd edn. Harmondsworth 1985) p. 68. All quotations of the poems are from the 2nd edition.
25 Ibid., p. 206. he is right in the centre of a phantasmagoric world where dragons and phoenixes come and go at his magic bidding. Qu Yuan would go to great lengths to make a virtue of the extremities of fanatic self-righteousness. Nothing can sway him from his just causeeven if he is smashed to pieces. But there is no willing adhesion of himself to something other than himself; the cause of his lachrymose despair is his own falling out of favour:
Many a heavy sigh I heaved in my despair, Grieving that I was born in such unlucky time. I plucked soft lotus petals to wipe my welling tears That fell down in rivers and wet my coat front.
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After much rhapsodic wandering and flights, the poet arrives at his epilogue:
Enough! There are no true men in the state: no one understands me. Why should I cleave to the city of my birth? Since none is worthy to work with in making good government, I will go and join Peng Xian in the place where he abides.
27
Legend has it that Peng was a much earlier minister in the Shang Dynasty who drowned himself when his advice was not taken. Ultimately Qu Yuan throws himself into Mi-luo River, clasping a great stone.
Is a poet so infatuated with his inner beauty capable of fair judgement, objective perception of the world, and of co-operating well with an 'equivalent centre of self ' in others? In Iris Murdoch's words, if the self is merely 'a place of illusion', goodness then presupposes a virtuous attempt 'to pierce the veil of selfish consciousness' and 'to imagine the unself '. Only through this endeavour of love can one perceive and join the world as it is.
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It is not very original for Dai-yu to compare herself to fallen flower petals, which is an over-used metaphor at best. There are many noble trees (the tall and upright pine tree among pinched shrubbery in particular) and beautiful flowers for men of letters to identify with, so far as they are invested with virtues. They share one thing in common: they all grow in isolation in a world of envy and animus. One of the earliest examples is the orange-tree in the Chu Ci. time, pure and apart and peerless, it is 'beauty without blemish', 'a parable of virtuous living'. 29 In China, 'In Praise of the Orange-Tree' is widely believed to be an early self-portrait by Qu Yuan.
All these botanical emblems suggest changelessness and self-sufficiency. The orange-tree has a quality that is beyond human and social activities. It is genetically predetermined, inborn. 'Alone and unmoving you stand: how can one not admire you!' A poet of the Song Dynasty even insisted that the bamboo has joints (that is 'integrity', a homophone for 'joints' in the Chinese character) before it breaks out from earth. In his very interesting essay on 'self-enclosure' and 'self-absorption' in classical Chinese novels of the Ming and Qing dynasties (1368-1911), Andrew Plaks argues that the result of the pursuit (or assumption) of morally praiseworthy self-contained oneness (wholeness), or autonomy of the self, often paradoxically results in incest, the most extreme form of selfenclosure. 30 One might add that this pursuit can be dated back to the time of the Chu Ci. Qu Yuan's 'inward beauty', in himself or in the orange-tree, just like Dai-yu's intact purity, is born rather than acquired, and has a totally autonomous quality. This version of the self denies the necessity of growth and change, of one's entering into concrete social reality in order to mature. On the other hand, this obsession with unblemished perfection pits the individual over and against 'the crowd', society at large, and the 'unlucky time' in which one is born. 'Art and nature perfected lay within me hidden; | But the crowd did not know of the rare gifts that were mine.' 31 In both Aristotelian and Confucian ethics, virtues are to be discovered through concrete relationships in a well-structured society. But it has also been widely believed in China since ancient times that the recluse, living without social bonds, embodies the highest form of virtue. The mythic persona Xu You not only declined the throne offered to him by Yao, a legendary king of remote antiquity, but histrionically washed his ear in case it should be corrupted by the offer. He stands for the ultimate wholeness of a stainless self. Alasdair MacIntyre's critique of the emotive self, or the ideal of the Nietzschean 'great man', suits our context very well:
To cut oneself off from shared activity in which one has initially to learn obediently as an apprentice learns, to isolate oneself from the 29 The Songs of the South, pp. 178-9. 30 Andrew Plaks, '"Self-Enclosure" and "Self-Absorption" in Classical Chinese communities which find their point and purpose in such activities, will be to debar oneself from finding any good outside oneself.
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The authors of the Chu Ci took it for granted that expressions of pent-up frustrations and grievances should be given a free rein, for the problem lies with the world or the unlucky times rather than with the individual. What they offered, if Leavis's terminology is permissible, is the intensity of feelings instead of insight into them. Matthew Arnold's treatment of his own 'Empedocles on Etna' provides an alternative. In this dramatic poem the Greek philosopher throws himself into an active volcano because of his persistent pessimism. A parallel might be drawn between Empedocles and Qu Yuan, though the latter's pain seems more focused and personal. In his famous 'Preface to Poems (1853)', Arnold believed that representations of the following situations give no poetical enjoyment:
They are those in which the suffering finds no vent in action; in which a continuous state of mental distress is prolonged, unrelieved by incident, hope, or resistance; in which there is everything to be endured, nothing to be done. In such situations there is inevitably something morbid, in the description of them something monotonous. When they occur in actual life, they are painful, not tragic; the representation of them in poetry is painful also.
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He then decided to exclude 'Empedocles on Etna' from the 1853 edition of his Poems. Arnold further warned against allegories of 'the state of one's own mind', and of interruptions from the intrusion of his own peculiarities, and he urged poets to efface themselves in order to enable 'a noble action to subsist as it did in nature'. 34 The qualities he admired were classical, 'the calm, the cheerfulness, the disinterested objectivity'. To attribute to Victorian manliness Arnold's exclusion of 'Empedocles' misses the point, for both Empedocles and Qu Yuan are the kind of poets Plato would like to expel from the state. 35 35 See Plato, The Republic, Book X. 'We should not be like children, when they have stumbled, go on holding the injured part and shrieking, but should always accustom the soul to turn as quickly as possible to the healing and restoring of that which is fallen and diseased, making lamentation to disappear before medicine.' single-minded Qu Yuan, Arnold could examine the case of Empedocles from a perspective just the opposite of that of the philosopher. In the poem, Callicles the young harp player stands for a sound mind, and his view is refreshingly instructive. He says it's useless to arraign the times, for the problem lies with Empedocles himself:
He is too scornful, too high-wrought, too bitter. 'Tis not the times,'tis not the sophists vex him; There is some root of suffering in himself, Some secret and unfollow'd vein of woe, Which makes the time look black and sad to him.
(I. i. 149-53)
What he needs is to keep his mind from preying on itself, and to get himself reintegrated with 'things at hand and common'. Substitute the names of Qu Yuan's slanderers for 'the sophists' here, and we'll find these lines could also be understood as a diagnosis of the malaise and hubris of Qu Yuan. In fact, Empedocles is capable of detached self-analysis:
With men thou canst not live, Their thoughts, their ways, their wishes, are not thine; And being lonely thou art miserable, For something has impair'd thy spirit's strength, And dried its self-sufficing fount of joy. Thou canst not live with men nor with thyself - This critical distance from himself, and therefore freedom from narcissism, speak of a mind still in possession of some self-knowledge. The ideal of 'disinterested objectivity', or the desire to see the world as it is, is the Arnoldian heritage in Leavis's life achievement. But Leavis's sensitiveness to the frailty of the self is also the result and strength of an introspective culture which he shared with contemporaries such as T. S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf. The dialogue between the fourth tempter and Thomas Beckett in Murder in the Cathedral, 36 and the presentation of how 'I' gets on the track of thought that would indirectly reflect credit upon herself in 'The Mark on the Wall', are alien to Chinese literary taste. In both cases the temptation is from the self and takes the form of 'the desire to think well of oneself '.
37 Perhaps this unflattering introspection can be understood as part of a Christian tradition. 'Augustinian self-examination', Charles Taylor argued eloquently, reverberated throughout the Renaissance in all sorts of forms, among followers of both major confessions. Self-exploration was part of the discipline of both Jesuits and Puritans, among others. Its importance to the latter, of course, is more readily recognized, because it is arguably one of the sources of modern English literature, in particular, of the novel.
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Later on, this culture of introspection became secularised as a form of confessional autobiography. This habitual and deep-rooted distrust of the self is characterised by both psychological richness and a spirit of ethical enquiry, of which, according to Frank Kermode, 'the novel may be the best available instrument'.
39 It is not the pagan virtue of pride that causes Chinese readers to find this guardedness against the self, this continuous scrutiny of the inner self, a bit too obsessive and fastidious, incompatible with their own familiar and established modes of self-representation. Small wonder, then, that it is a Japanese scholar who has made the observation that Chinese autobiographical writings over a very long historical period can be characterised by self-righteousness rather than development and criticism of the self.
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In his 1959 introduction to The Songs of the South, David Hawkes gave a description of certain recurring features in all Sao-style poems:
All of them are in the first person. All proclaim the poet's purity and integrity in the face of an evil and corrupt world. … In all of them he reverts again and again to his grief and anguish; for before his journey he is wronged and embittered, and after he has embarked on it he is homesick and remorseful. And all of them end on the same note of embittered despair. After reading a number of these poems one begins to feel that one is floating along on a river of tears, with a high-pitched wail of self-pity ringing endlessly in one's ears. But Hawkes immediately acknowledged that this accusation was less than just if we considered the beauty of the language, the profusion of symbols, and the dreamlike narrative. In the much-altered introduction to the second edition published by Penguin in 1985, Hawkes removed the above description and concentrated more on historical backgrounds and features characteristic of recitals in shamanistic rituals. If many of the poems were indeed the product of shamanism and their authorship remains a moot point, the accusation of self-pity might be off the mark. On the other hand, Hawkes's change of opinion inadvertently suggests a general change in literary taste, and a widespread antipathy to emotional discipline. Within a quarter of a century the reading public became much more tolerant towards a variety of modes of self-expression, including straightforward and exclamatory ones. 42 Scholars of the younger generation were much more used to the uninhibited display of emotion and I-centred narratives. For instance, Todorov's generic study of fantastic literature was used to analyse Qu Yuan's 'On Encountering Trouble'. His refashioning and animation of the universe, and his reduction of natural elements to their symbolic aspects, are analysed in appreciative terms. 43 But criticism of Qu Yuan's egotism persisted. The Japanese scholar Okamura Shige in his 'Chu Ci and Qu Yuan' made a distinction between Qu Yuan merely as a literary figure in the Chu Ci, which he thought could be demonstrated, and as the author of the Chu Ci. Should the latter be the case, Professor Shige candidly admitted, he'd feel uneasy about the poet's selfglorification: 'He repetitively vents out his complaining resentments and blows his own trumpet, being so preoccupied with his own acts and moods. All this somehow seems to be too excessive.' 44 It is a pity that this charge of megalomania, just like Hawkes's earlier qualified criticism of tearful self-pity, hasn't elicited much response from Chinese scholars. It simply does not register. There seems to be a wall of silence impervious to accusations of self-idolatry and narcissistic symbolisation.
Leading men of letters in both the Former and Later Han Dynasties (206 BC -AD 220) tried their hand in Sao-style poems. One of the imitations is Zhuang Yi's 'Ai Shi Ming' ('Alas That My Lot Was Not Cast'), 42 Leavis's accusation of Shelley's narcissism and sentimentality in 'I fall upon the thorns of life! I bleed!' seemed to have lost its sting in the early 1970s. See Leavis's letter to the TLS ( 46 these authors were all upper-class playboys with both princely connections and a natural bent for poetry. It's likely that they were catering to a demand for a literature of complaint from many less lucky but equally ambitious members of the Shi class (the social stratum between high officials and the common people). Confucian scholars were not above this literary exercise in self-pity and self-idolatry either. Dong Zhong-shu (179-104 BC) revamped the theme in Fu, a new literary genre which gradually dominated the Han Dynasties. It is not too far-fetched to say that his 'Lamentation for a Born-out-of-Time Scholar' is a Chinese version of the Miserere, which turns Psalm 51 upside down. Dong was no doubt the most important thinker of his time. It is under his influence that Emperor Wu-di established Confucianism as state orthodoxy. Indeed, the Chu Ci and the 'born-out-of-time' literature of the Han Dynasties cast a long shadow over the history of Chinese literature and also over the psychological make-up of later generations of men of letters. Those who grumble against life are of course unhappy, for they cannot fix their mind on or lose themselves in objects other than their own happiness. 47 They are winged steeds, but only an experienced talent scout could pick them out from the crowd. A common motif is 'Where is the talent scout of former days?'
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The Chu Ci's presumption of the outright opposition between a miserably suffering individual and a hostile society survived the collapse of the last Dynasty and enjoyed greater popularity during the New Culture 45 The Songs of the South, translator's note, p. 263. 46 Ban Gu (32-92), the author of the book, criticised Qu Yuan for 'parading talent and exhibiting the self '. This voice of dissent was effectively marginalised after the publication of Chu Ci (117) compiled by Wang . 47 Compare Carlyle's anti-selfconsciousness theory and this quotation from John Stuart Mill's autobiography: 'Those only are happy (I thought ) who have their minds fixed on some object other than their own happiness; on the happiness of others, on the improvement of mankind, even on some art or pursuit, followed not as a means, but as itself an ideal end. Aiming thus at something else, they find happiness by the way.' Autobiography (London 1924) pp. 120-1. 48 Compare Conrad's words about 'The Professor' in The Secret Agent: 'His struggles, his privations, his hard work to raise himself in the social scale, had filled him with such an exalted conviction of his merits that it was extremely difficult for the world to treat him with justice … The professor had genius, but lacked the great social virtue of resignation.' The Secret Agent, ed. Roger Tennant (Oxford 1996) ' (1921) , the young hero finds himself separated from society by an ever-growing high wall and he obviously indulges in his real or imagined exclusion, a sure index of superiority; Guo Moruo in one of his early lyrics compares himself with the 'Heavenly Dog', desirous of devouring the moon, the sun and all the planets. 'I am the total energy of the whole universe', he raves, 'I am I myself | I am on the verge of bursting!' This megalomania found a new channel when Guo became an authority on Qu Yuan.
The Chinese self is given much more licence than its English counterpart, and enjoys a variety of rhetorical means to pamper itself. Li Po (also spelt as Li Bai) is arguably the greatest poet in the history of Chinese literature, but the rich variety of voices in his poems all centre on the selfimage of the poet himself:
Li Po wrote about a grand 'me' -how I am, what I am like, what I said and did. The world scarcely matters at all, except as a prop to hang his headband on. His was a poetry of self-creation: while the meditative poet might define the self by introspection, Li Po defined the self by individuating acts, by gestures that separate him from others.
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Isn't this also an apt description of Qu Yuan?
Finally we take a look at a little piece by Li Yu (1611-80), essayist, dramatist, printer, painter, and above all an epicure. Li Yu is in his way communicating an all-round individual in his Idle Hours, a collection of short essays about almost every aspect of daily life, from gardening to 49 Juan Sheng, the hero of Lu Xun's famous short story 'Sadness', has a copperplate etching of Shelley's portrait in his small lodging. culinary delights. Here he gives a lively description of the plum tree, which shares with the author's surname the same Chinese character:
The plum is my family fruit, and its blossom my family flower. I have every reason to love the tree all the more, but I dare not. In the reign of the Tang Dynasty, Li the royal family didn't confer any special title upon it. If the emperor didn't show any favour toward his namesake tree, how could a commoner like me do otherwise? So my appraisal should be just and impartial. The plum blossom enjoys with the peach blossom the reputation of leaders of the floral world. Unlike its rival, the plum blossom never changes its colour. … From time immemorial the plum blossom has been known for its integrity and constancy, it remains unstained even in black dye. Indeed it is worthy of the household. … Richly endowed by nature, the plum tree lives longer than the peach tree. It starts ageing at about thirty. The twigs might wither, but the fruit is of the same size as before. Content with obscurity and plain living, it never tries to use its beauty to please. … This tree, under which Lao Zi 52 was born, is blessed with longevity comparable to that of the tree of heaven. I would not expect to live that long, though my writings will live on forever.
An otherwise lovely little essay about a very common tree is turned triumphantly into an idealised self-portrait. The 'I' in 'The Mark on the Wall' would feel it shameful if the figure of herself were openly adored: 'it is curious how instinctively one protects the image of oneself from idolatry or any other handling that could make it ridiculous, or too unlike the original to be believed in any longer'. Li Yu is happily free from this anxiety.
In 'The Function of Criticism', after quoting a passage from Burke questioning the validity of his own denunciation of the French Revolution, Matthew Arnold calls for a critical virtue that is, in his view, absent from the England of his time:
That return of Burke upon himself has always seemed to me one of the finest things in English literature, or indeed in any literature. That is what I call living by ideas: when one side of a question has long had your earnest support, when all your feelings are engaged, when you hear all round you no language but one, when your party talks this language like a steam-engine and can imagine no other, -still to be able to think, still to be irresistibly carried, if so it be, by the 52 Lao Zi (6th cent. BC?), the founder of Taoism. His name is Li Er. current of thought to the opposite side of the question. … I know nothing more striking, and I must add that I know nothing more un-English.
53
To end this essay here, I'd like to say, this quality of self-reflection is often absent from many countries, including China. If we can look more critically at the accepted way of self-expression in Chinese literature under the promptings of F. R. Leavis, we shall only make 'this culture of ours' more open, confident, and creative. 53 Poetry and Criticism of Matthew Arnold, p. 244.
